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by Robert Dodde 
Lean1ing through Solidarity 
After receiving bachelor degrees 
in biology and environmental 
science at Aquinas College in 
1999, Rob Dodde spent six 
months in an overseas solidarity 
program. Three of those months 
were spent in Brazil. He cur-
rently works at Dwelling Place, 
Inc. in the Heartside Neighbor-
hood of Grand Rapids as a 
community organizer through 
AmeriCorps VISTA. 
Stepping off the plane was when it slapped me across the face. I felt like I had crossed a barrier, some liquefied trans-dimensional 
portal beyond which my language skills would 
be rightfully deemed ineffective, not to mention 
the cultural norms twenty-four years of Ameri-
can life had implanted in me. I had studied and 
researched and endlessly discussed numerous as-
pects of Brazil, but at that moment my knowledge 
seemed only to add a tinge of excitement and 
awe to the nervousness that was seeping out of 
my fingertips. 
I had just began the three month 11 overseas" 
portion of a six-month solidarity-development 
program that continues even today to challenge 
my ways of thinking about the world around me 
and how I can best work in it. As I absorbed the 
essence of my new surroundings I know my axi-
oms would be twisted, corkscrewed, and 
reconfigured as I tried to fit these new experi-
ences to my own worldview. Not even my first 
cigarette in Brazil, an event many of us talked 
about on our eleven-hour plane trip, could keep 
me from shaking incessantly (okay, the smoking 
added to the shaking) as I thought about what 
Brazil had in store for me. 
Brazil boasts the ninth largest gross national 
product in the world, yet 75% of its people are 
classified as poor. One reason for this is Brazil's 
highly unequal land-tenure, which continues to 
stagger the imagination. When the country was 
first II discovered" 500 years ago the land was 
divided into only fourteen lots, each of which 
had a single owner. Today Brazil has the second 
worst concentration of land in the world, with 
1% of the population owning almost 50% of the 
land. This unequal concentration of land has given 
Brazil over 4,000,000 rural families who have no 
land to cultivate and has also forced millions 
more into Brazil's unique slum-towns, the favelas. 
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W h a t e v e r  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h e s e  s t a t i s t i c s  m a y  
i m p l y  f o r  t h e  m a s s e s  o f  B r a z i l i a n  p o o r ,  i t  c e r t a i n l y  
h a s n ' t  s t u n t e d  t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  c u l t u r e  w i t h i n  t h e  
c o u n t r y .  C a p o e i r a ,  a  f o r m  o f  A f r i c a n  f o o t  f i g h t i n g  
t h a t  i n s p i r e d  b r e a k - d a n c i n g  i n  t h e  U S ,  i s  s t i l l  h e l d  
o n t o  t i g h t l y  a n d  p r a c t i c e d  b y  n e a r l y  e v e r y  B r a -
z i l i a n  c o m m u n i t y  i n  t h e  c i t y  o f  S a l v a d o r .  
A f r o - B r a z i l i a n s  h a v e  a l s o  i n f u s e d  C a t h o l i c i s m  i n t o  
t r a d i t i o n a l  A f r i c a n  r e l i g i o n s .  T h e s e  a n d  m a n y  
o t h e r  u n i q u e  a s p e c t s  o f  B r a z i l i a n  c u l t u r e  m a d e  
m y  e x p e r i e n c e  u n f o r g e t t a b l e .  F r o m  e a t i n g  g o i a b a  
( t h e  n a t i o n a l  d e s s e r t )  i n  S a o  P a u l o  t o  s i p p i n g  
c h i m a r r a o  ( a  ' t e a '  d r u n k e n  c o m m u n i t a r i l y  i n  a  
c i r c l e )  i n  N o v a  L a r a n j a r a s ,  a  s m a l l  r u r a l  t o w n  
w h e r e  I  l i v e d  f o r  a  m o n t h ,  m y  t o n g u e  w a s  t a n t a -
l i z e d .  M y  e y e s  f o l l o w e d  a s  v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  
l e g e n d a r y  w a t e r f a l l s  o f  F a z  d e  I g u a c u  a n d  u n -
d e r g r o u n d  o c e a n s  f l o o d e d  m y  m i n d .  T h e  s e n s u a l  
a n d  p o w e r f u l  v o i c e s  o f  m u s i c i a n s  C h i c o  B u a r q u e  
a n d  C h i c o  S c i e n c e  f i l l e d  t h e  s i l e n t  t i m e s  b e t w e e n  
n u m e r o u s  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  j o y .  T h e  f e e l  o f  
f a r m i n g  d a r k  r e d  s o i l  t a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  b l o o d  a n d  
s w e a t  o f  t h o u s a n d s  a n d  e m b r a c e s  f r o m  P e n h a  i n  
R e c i f e  m a d e  m e  r e t h i n k  h o w  I  s h o u l d  l i v e  m y  
l i f e .  W a i t i n g  i n  R e c i f e  t o  f i n d  o u t  w h e t h e r  s o m e  
o f  m y  f r i e n d s  h a d  b e e n  k i l l e d  i n  C u r i t i b a  ( a  s t a t e  
c a p i t a l  w h e r e  t r u c k e r s  a n d  l a n d l e s s  p e a s a n t s  w e r e  
p r o t e s t i n g  a  d o u b l i n g  i n  t o l l  f a r e s ) ,  a n d  w i t n e s s -
i n g  t h e  f a v e l a s  o f  R i o  d e  J a n e i r o  a n d  R e c i f e  l e f t  
m e  a n d  o t h e r s  c r y i n g ,  a p p a l l e d  b y  t h e  i n j u s t i c e ,  
f r i g h t e n e d  a t  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a l l  t o o  
c o m m o n  i n  B r a z i l .  
M y  n i n e t e e n  t e a m m a t e s  a n d  I  h a d  a l r e a d y  
s p e n t  t w o  m o n t h s  t o g e t h e r  b e f o r e  l a n d i n g  i n  B r a -
z i l ,  f u n d - r a i s i n g  i n  o r d e r  t o  d o  o u r  w o r k  t h e r e .  
F o r  t h r e e  w e e k s  w e  s t o m p e d  t h e  s t r e e t s  o f  B o s -
t o n ,  N e w  Y o r k ,  a n d  I t h a c a  a s k i n g  o u r  f e l l o w  
s i d e w a l k  s t a m p e r s  f o r  t h e i r  s p a r e  c h a n g e ,  j u s t  t o  
t h e n  g o  d o o r  t o  d o o r  e a c h  n i g h t  t o  a s k  a l l  o v e r  
a g a i n .  W e  w e r e  c h a l l e n g e d  r e p e a t e d l y  w i t h  r e -
j e c t i o n s  a n d  h a r s h  q u e s t i o n s  a s  t o  w h y  w e  w e r e  
d o i n g  t h i s .  Y e t  w e  a l s o  m e t  a n d  b o n d e d  w i t h  
m a n y  p e o p l e  w h o m  w e  q u i c k l y  c a m e  t o  a s s o c i -
a t e  o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  i n  s o  m a n y  w a y s  e x c e p t  
o n e - w e  k n e w  w h e r e  w e  w e r e  s l e e p i n g  t h a t  
L e a r n i n g  t h r o u g h  S o l i d a r i t y  
Ca p o e i r a ,  o r  A f r i c a n  f o o t  A g h t i n g ,  i s  o n e  
o f  t h e  m a n y  l e g a c y ' s  t h e  A f r o - B r a z i l i a n  
p o p u l a t i o n  h a s  g i v e n  t o  B r a z i l i a n  c u l t u r e .  
I t  h a s  b e e n  p r a c t i c e d  i n  B r a z i l  s i n c e  t h e  
a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  A r s t  s l a v e s  a n d  i s  a n  i n t e g r a l  
p a r t  o f  t h e  A f r o - c u l t u r e  i n  S a l v a d o r .  
E x p e r i e n c i n g  t h i s  a n d  m a n y  o t h e r  t h i n g s  
h a s  r e v o l u t i o n i z e d  m y  o u t l o o k  o n  w h a t  i t  
m e a n s  t o  b e  p o o r ;  a n d  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  
b e  h u m a n .  
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Robert Dodde 
This is a picture of me taking some time 
out from laying brick to think about the 
mental changes I was going through. 
Although my teammates and I were able 
to fund the building of a processing plant 
fora farming cooperative, the most 
radical change took place within ourselves 
and how we'll interact with the world in 
the future. 
night. We cried and bonded 
with each other, trying to pro-
cess the harshness of our 
situations as we were forced to 
confront realities normally so 
easy to avoid. 
The common thread that has 
interwoven all of these experi-
ences for me is people. In these 
travels I met so many remark-
able women and men whose 
stories of struggle, whose local 
and global perspectives on their 
situation, and whose warmth 
and love continue to impel me 
to understand deeper and raise 
awareness further. The resil-
ience of those displaced peoples 
in the US as they fight the 
odds-and the mindsets-of 
what it means to be homeless in 
this country was most impres-
sive, while the education I 
acquired about the connection 
between urban poverty and ru-
ral poverty in Brazil was truly 
enlightening. The effortlessness 
and conviction in how they so 
powerfully communicated this to 
us was inspiring. 
I have never been as emo-
tional as I was over the course 
of this experience, and it all 
seems so fitting in retrospect. The tears of frus-
tration and fear and loneliness in Boston created 
deep uneasiness in me about the human condi-
tion. It took the tears of joy and laughter spurred 
by those who have the least reason to laugh, but 
continue to do so ceaselessly while fighting for 
their human dignity, to put my confusion in or-
der. My time is not remembered by how much I 
did for people in Brazil, for I was the one they 
have done so much for. People like Jandyra, a 
lady living in Nova Laranjaras where I stayed, 
have amazed me with their resiliency and love 
of life. Living in a rural farming cooperative 
where male dominance is the norm, she serves 
as the representative of the farm and an ardent 
defender of gender equality. My values and goals 
have undergone revisions and I have been edu-
cated in the skills of living. Life is found in the 
struggle, the victory matters not. Living each 
moment full of the passion of life, all else becomes 
justified. It was not an easy time, but I loved ev-
ery minute of it. I will forever be indebted to all 
the wonderfully real people whom I came into 
contact with on my journey. 
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